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SUBJECT: Steller Sea Lion Survey Results, June and July 2002

The National M arine Mamm al Laboratory (NMML - Alaska Fisheries Science C enter)

and the Southwest Fisheries Science Center (SWFSC) conducted surveys of Steller sea

lions across Alaska during June and July 2002.  The NMML aerial survey of non-pups

took place 14 to 25 June, covering the Alaska portion of the western stock from the

eastern Gulf of Alaska through the western Aleutian Islands (Figure 1).   Aerial survey

counts, made from 35-mm oblique photographs, include all adult and juvenile sea lions,

animals 1 or more years old, that are on rookeries and haul-out sites.  The NMML

counted pups at 21 western stock rookeries during two simultaneous ship-based

expeditions from 24  June to 10  July.  One vessel surveyed the Aleutian  Islands (Attu to

Dutch Harbor), the second vessel surveyed the Gulf of Alaska (Dutch Harbor to Prince

William Sound).   Land-based field parties counted pups at th ree othe r rookeries (Fish  I.,

Marmot I., and Ugamak I.).  The NMML did not count pups at seven rookeries in 2002,

instead  using counts f rom June and  July 2001  to create  a composite 2001/2002 pup  count. 

These rookeries were not recounted in 2002 to avoid additional disturbance.  The SWFSC

surveyed Steller sea lions from the eastern stock in Southeast Alaska, counting both pups

and non-pups from  medium-format (5- inch) vertica l photographs.  At the time of this

memorandum, resu lts fo r Sou theast Alaska  were pre liminary.

Most population analyses for Steller sea lions focus on counts of non-pups (adu lts

and juven iles) at “trend sites .”  Trend sites are those rookeries and  haul-out sites  with

comparable series of counts from the 1970s to the present, thus allowing analysis of

population  trends on a  decadal scale.  Trend s ites include the majority of an imals

(70-75% ) observed in each survey.



WESTERN STOCK

Non-pups:   Numbers of adult and juvenile sea lions at the 84 western-stock rookery and

haul-out trend sites in Alaska increased by 5.5% from 2000 to 2002 .  This was the first

region-wide increase  observed  during more than two decades of surveys.  D espite this

increase, however, the 2002 count was still down 5% from 1998 and 34% from 1991

(Table 1, Figure 2).  The average, long-term trend was a decline of 4.2% per year from

1991 to 2002.  Trends were similar in the Kenai-to-Kiska subarea (four regions from the

central Gulf of Alaska through the central Aleutian Islands), another geographical region

used as a population index (Table 1, Figure 2).  Counts at the 70 Kenai-to-Kiska trend

sites increased by 4.8% f rom 2000 to 2002 but decreased by 26%  from 1991 to 2002. 

The long-term trend across the Kenai-to-Kiska region was a decline of 3.1% per year

from 1991 to 2002.  

Although numbers of non-pups increased in five of the six western-stock sub-regions

from 2000 to 2002 (Table 1, Figure 3), these changes involved only a few hundred

animals.  The region tha t continued to decline was the western Aleu tian Islands, where

numbers decreased by 24% from 2000 to 2002 following a 44%  decline from 1998  to

2000.  The overall decline in the western Aleutian Islands was 75% from 1991 to 2002.

Pups:  Pups counts introduce disturbance to the rookeries and a re logistically difficu lt to

conduct.  C onsequently, complete pup counts are attempted only every four years, with

counts at selected rookeries during intervening years.  The composite 2001/2002 pup

count for the western-stock, which included counts from 24 rookeries in 2002 and seven

in 2001, showed continuing decline in pup produc tion (Table  2, Figure 4).  For the Kenai-

to-Kiska index area, the area with longest series of region-wide counts, pup  numbers were

down 7 .8% from  1998, 24 .5% from  1994, and  42.4% f rom 1990/1991.  Pup counts

increased in one region (western Gulf of Alaska: +5.5%) from 1998 to 2002, but declined

in the five other regions.  The western Aleutian Islands experienced the worst decline

(39%) from 1998 to 2002.

EASTERN STOCK

Non-pups:   As noted above, count results for the 10 trend sites in Southeast Alaska are

preliminary, but they suggest no change in the long-term trends for this region (Table 1,

Figures 2 and 3).  Non-pup numbers have increased by approximately 2% per year over

the last decade for Southeas t Alaska. 

Pups:  Pups in Southeast Alaska were counted from medium-format vertical photographs.

Preliminary results suggest that numbers of pups in Southeast Alaska increased by about

11% from 1998 to 2002.  (Table 2, Figure 4).  This is consistent with an average rate of

about 3% per  year obse rved over the las t decade. 
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Figure 1.--Geographical regions of Alaska employed for presentation of survey results,

including delineation between eastern and western stocks at 144° W Long.



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 2.--Numbers of non-pup (adult and juvenile) Steller sea lions on trend sites in  
 the western stock in Alaska, in the Kenai-to-Kiska index area, and in Southeast 
 Alaska (eastern stock) from June aerial surveys, 1970s to 2002. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3.--Numbers of non-pup (adult and juvenile) Steller sea lions on trend sites in  
 seven sub-regions of Alaska from June aerial surveys, 1991 to 2002.  Southeast 
 Alaska in part of the eastern stock, the other regions are part of the western Stock. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4.--Numbers of Steller sea lion pups at rookeries in seven subareas of Alaska  
 from 1990 to 2001/2002.  Southeast Alaska in part of the eastern stock, the other 
 six regions are part of the western Stock. 




